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ABSTRACT 

This report, authorized by the Food and Nutrition Service of 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture, contains information on the School Meals 
Initiative for Healthy Children (SMI) , a reform of school-meals programs 
aimed at upgrading the nutritional content of school meals. The purpose of 
the study was to describe and evaluate: (1) overall implementation of the 

SMI; (2) key operational characteristics of school-meals programs at both the 
school district and state agency level; and (3) training and technical 
assistance associated with school-meals programs. Findings are based on data 
collected from self-administered mail surveys, supplemented by telephone 
interviews, from a nationally representative sample of school food directors 
in 2,038 school districts and from 50 state child nutrition agencies 
responsible for administrating school-meals programs. This third of three 
reports covers the 1999-00 school year. Key findings are summarized under the 
following broad topics: overall status of SMI implementation; procedures 
followed in implementing the SMI; impact of the SMI; selected operational 
issues; and state child nutrition agency operations. The report contains 
numerous tables and the survey instruments used for the data collection. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMAR Y 
Background 

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) are 
key components of a national policy designed to safeguard and promote the nutritional well- 
being of the Nation’s children. The programs are administered by the Food and Nutrition 
Service (FNS) of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), operating through 
State agencies (SAs) that have agreements with the local school systems in their States. 

Despite the progress that has been achieved over the years in enhancing the quality of school 
meals, results of research conducted in the early 1990s indicated that school meals, on 
balance, were failing to meet certain key nutritional goals. In light of these findings, the 
USDA launched a far-reaching reform of the school meals programs, a reform aimed at 
upgrading the nutritional content of school meals. The reform began in late 1993 with public 
hearings followed by a proposed rule in 1994 and a final rule in 1995. The several elements of 
this reform are collectively referred to as the School Meals Initiative for Healthy Children 
(SMI). The status of this initiative, together with an examination of selected operational 
issues of these programs, are the principal subjects of this report. 



Purpose of the Study 

In September 1996, FNS contracted with The Gallup Organization, with the support of Promar 
International, to conduct a national study of USDA’s school-based child nutrition programs. 
This is the third and final report in the series. The first report, The School Meals Initiative 
Implementation Study: First Year Report, was published in October 2000. It examined the 
status of the SMI in SY 1997/98 and the actions taken by State agencies and school districts in 
implementing the initiative. The second report, The School Meals Initiative Implementation 
Study: Second Year Report, was published in July 2001. This report built on the findings of 
the first year report while examining several new topics as well. This, the third report, builds 
on the findings of the first two reports in documenting the status of the SMI implementation 
and in assessing other topics of interest to FNS policymakers and program administrators. 

Methodology 

The findings in this report are based on data collected from a nationally representative sample 
of public school food authorities (SFAs) participating in the NSLP and from the 50 State child 
nutrition agencies responsible for administering the program. Data were collected during 
School Year (SY) 1999/00 through use of self-administered mail surveys, supplemented by 
telephone interviews where necessary. 
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The database of public school districts maintained by Quality Education Data (QED) was used 
in drawing the sample. Two types of school districts represented in the QED database were 
found to be appropriate for inclusion in the study: (1) regular public school districts and (2) 
school districts administered by supervisory unions. 1 While regular school districts are 
coterminous with SFAs, in the case of supervisory unions it was found that more than one 
district was served by an individual SFA. Given this difference, regular school districts and 
school districts in supervisory unions were sampled separately. A sample of 2,325 districts 
(2,225 regular school districts and 100 supervisory union districts) was drawn. 

The sample frame for the regular school districts was stratified by two levels of poverty and 
by the seven FNS administrative regions. The sample of 2,225 regular school districts was 
allocated to the 14 strata in proportion to the number of school districts in each stratum. The 
frame for school districts in supervisory unions was stratified by poverty level only; the 
sample of 100 districts was allocated disproportionately to ensure sufficient representation of 
high-poverty districts. Within each stratum, the sample was drawn with probability 
proportional to size (PPS), where size was defined as the square root of the number of students 
enrolled in a district. 

Of the 2,325 districts in the overall sample, 2,241 (97%) qualified for inclusion in the study by 
their participation in the NSLP. During the first year of the study, completed surveys were 
collected from 2,038 respondents, a response rate of 91%. During the second year, completed 
surveys were collected from 1,998 respondents, a response rate of 89%. In this, the third and 
final year, completed surveys were collected from 2,014 respondents for a response rate of 
89%. Completed surveys were collected from all 50 State child nutrition agencies (SAs) in all 
three years. 

Findings 

Key findings of the study are summarized here by the following topics, which correspond to 
chapters in the report: 

• overall status of SMI implementation 

• procedures followed in implementing SMI 



QED defines a supervisory union as “a confederation of school districts, each retaining local autonomy.” 
The districts within a supervisory union are fiscally independent. They generally share a common 
superintendent and most instructional staff. They may be known by other ferms within the school 
foodservice profession. 
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• impact of the SMI 

• selected operational issues 

• State child nutrition agency operations 



Overall Status of SMI Implementation 

The SMI identifies four menu planning options, as well as a fifth option for “any reasonable 
approach” that schools can use to meet the nutritional standards established by the USD A and 
the US Department of Health and Human Services in their Dietary Guidelines for Americans . 
The four menu planning options are Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (NSMP), Assisted 
Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (ANSMP), Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning, and 
Traditional Food-Based Menu Planning. The purpose of this section is to determine how 
many school districts are using each of the menu planning systems, how far along they are in 
putting these systems in place, and their plans for completing the task. Although the SMI 
began in School Year 1996/97, States were allowed to grant two-year waivers, making School 
Year 1998/99, the first fully operational year. 

Use of Menu Planning Systems 

Findings for SY 1999/00 closely parallel those of the previous two years. They indicate that 
about one-quarter of all districts were using nutrient-based menu planning systems while most 
of the remaining three-quarters used a food-based system. To the extent districts have shifted 
in their use of systems over the period of study, they have shifted slightly toward the use of 
NSMP and, to a lesser extent, toward enhanced food-based and away from traditional food- 
based. 




NSMP is more likely to be used by the largest districts (35.8%) and by districts operated by 
food service management companies (42.0%). Neither ANSMP nor the catch-all “other” 
category are extensively used. Together they were used by fewer than 6.0% of all districts in 
SY 1999/00, up slightly from that reported in SY 1997/98, the first year cf the study. About 
6.0% of all districts reported use of more than one approach to menu planning. Within those 
school districts using multiple menu planning systems, NSMP is the most frequently used 
approach among elementary schools (37.6%) while the food-based systems are used with 
greatest frequency in middle/secondary and in other schools. 

Nutrient-Based Use for Both Meals 

Of those school districts using one of the two nutrient- based menu planning systems (NSMP 
or ANSMP), 90.0% were using them in ther lunch programs and 61.2% were using them in 
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their breakfast programs in SY 1999/00. These share are slightly lower than in the previous 
two years. 

The share of all districts that used these systems for both meals and conducted a combined 
lunch/breakfast nutrient analysis rose sharply in SY 1999/00, climbing from 31.8% the year 
before to 41.1%. 

Implementation Status 

School food directors continue to report significant progress in implementation. In SY 
1999/00, nearly two-thirds (63.3%) of all districts said that they had “fully implemented” their 
chosen approach to menu planning while nearly 85% indicated that they were at least three- 
quarters implemented. About one-third of all districts reporting full implementation in SY 
1999/00 had achieved this status within the previous year. 

Larger districts are somewhat ahead of smaller districts in reaching full implementation. The 
relatively few districts that are lagging behind in the pace of implementation tend to be 
smaller districts. 

Future Intentions of Food-Based Systems 

Of those school districts using one of the food-based menu planning systems in SY 1999/00, 
35.5% said that they were either working toward implementation of a nutrient-based system 
(20.7%) or planning to (14.8%). This is down from 39. 1% in SY 1998/99 and 51.3% the year 
before. Coincidentally, the share of all food-based systems reporting that they did not intend 
to adopt a nutrient-based approach rose from about 50% in SY 1997/98 to around 64% in SY 
1999/00. 

Although one-fifth to one-quarter of all food-based districts have reportedly been working 
toward implementation of NSMP between SYs 1997/98 and 1999/00, the share of all districts 
using NSMP has increased relatively little over this period, climbing from 19.8% to 22.5%. 
Thus, while some of the decline in the share of districts moving toward adoption of a nutrient- 
based system probably occurred because some districts completed the transition, most of the 
decline appears to be due to other factors. 
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Operational Procedures 

Use of Cycle Menus and Weighting 

The advantages of cycle menus continue to attract more SFAs to their use, especially among 
larger districts and those using nutrient-based approaches to menu planning. The share of all 
districts using cycle menus the year they were surveyed rose from 40.0% in SY 1997/98 to 
53.5% in SY 1999/00. This still leaves nearly half of all districts that are not using cycle 
menus. 

Although school districts are not currently required to use weights in conducting nutrient 
analysis, their valie in this purpose is suggested by the finding that 84.6% of all districts used 
them in SY 1999/00. This is up from 77.6% in SY 1997/98 with the increase attributable to 
the increased use of the technique among districts using one of the food-based approaches to 
menu planning. 

Steps Taken by Food-Based Menu Planning Districts to Achieve Nutritional Objectives 

A large and growing share of all food-based districts conduct nutrient analysis. While these 
districts are not required to conduct nutrient analysis, they are required to meet nutrient 
targets. Between SY 1997/98 and SY 1999/00, the share of all districts that conduct nutrient 
analysis climbed from 33.1% to 45.9%. Most districts that use a food-based system (94%) say 
that they have made changes in the serving or preparation of meals for purposes of achieving 
the goals of the Dietary Guidelines. 

Conduct of AN SMP Analysis 

State agencies are the principal source of ANSMP nutrient analysis, accounting for 57.8% in 
SY 1999/00, The other principal sources were: food service management companies (16.5%), 
other school districts (9,7%), and consultants (8.8%). 

Publicizing the Nutrient Content of Menus 

A majority of all school districts (84.5%) say that they do not publicize the nutrient content of 
their menus. A substantially larger share of NSMP/ ANSMP districts publicize the nutrient 
content, compared to districts using one of the food-based approaches (30.5% versus 11.0%), 
These shares have remained essentially the same throughout the period of study. 
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Impact of the School Meals Initiative 

Ease of Implementing NSMP 

Of 14 key tasks associated with implementation of the nutrient-based approach to menu 
planning, three have proven to be most difficult for most SFAs. The three tasks - - entering 
and analyzing recipes, entering and analyzing menus, and obtaining missing nutrient 
information - - are integral to the NSMP approach. The accomplishment of each of these 
tasks was viewed as a “major burden” for 45% to 55% of the NSMP/ANSMP districts in SY 
1999/00. While these tasks are perceived to have become less onerous between SY 1997/98 
and SY 1999/00, they remain a challenge to many districts. 

Districts that have achieved full implementation of NSMP or are approaching full 
implementation tend to view these tasks as less burdensome than do districts that are still in 
the process of implementing their menu planning systems. 

Staff Time in Planning Menus 

In SY 1999/00, about three-quarters of all districts reported no change from the year before in 
time spent planning breakfast menus and about two-thirds reported the same for planning 
lunch menus. For NSMP/ANSMP districts, this represents a sharp turnaround from two years 
before when 66% said they spent more time planning breakfast menus and 76% spent more 
time cn their lunch menus. 

As expected, all districts, whether nutrient-based or food-based, tend to use less time in menu 
planning as they become fully operational. Nonetheless, about one -quarter of all districts that 
have fully implemented systems, whether food-based or nutrient-based, still find that they are 
spending “more time” planning lunch menus. 

Menu Changes 

A majority of SFAs made changes in their breakfast and lunch menus in SY 1999/00, though 
for most the magnitude of change was modest and the incidence was somewhat less than two 
years earlier. About half of all districts described their breakfast menus as “somewhat 
different” in SY 1999/00 while about two- thirds said the same of their lunch menus. Most 
remaining districts reported that there had been no change in their menus. 

Change in A La Carte Sales 

While the share of small and medium-size NSMP/ANSMP districts that offered a la carte sales 
in their elementary schools fell between SYs 1997/98 and 1999/00, among large districts 
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(enrollment of 25,000 or more) the share rose. And among NSMP/ANSMP districts that 
continued to offer a la carte, regardless of size, the share reporting an increase in sales in their 
elementary schools grew larger. Increased a la carte sales were especially prevalent in the 
elementary schools of the largest districts during this period. A comparison of a la carte sales 
across this period for food- based school districts was not possible since information was not 
collected prior to SY 1999/00. 

Among middle/secondary schools in NSMP/ANSMP districts, a la carte offerings were not 
only substantially more prevalent than in their elementary schools but the share of districts 
reporting increased sales in SY 1999/00 was also much larger than it had been two years 
earlier. 

Across all districts, whether nutrient-based or food-based, over 80% of all districts offer a la 
carte sales in their middle/secondary schools. And of those districts offering a la carte in their 
schools, a majority reported increased sales in SY 1999/00. 

Number of A La Carte Items Offered 

Of those districts that offer a la carte, a majority indicated no change in SY 1999/00 in the 
number of a la carte items offered compared to the year before. To the extent there were 
changes, they were mostly in the direction of offering additional items, led by beverages and 
snacks. Among those districts serving a la carte, 17.3% reported an increased number of 
beverage items in their elementary schools while 39.9% reported an increase in their 
middle/secondary schools. The shares of districts reporting additional snack items in 
elementary and middle/secondary schools were 32.6% and 51.9%, respectively. 

Menu Related Features of the Program 

Overall, the findings suggest significant change in how school food directors plan and 
implement their menus, with most of the changes contributing to the accomplishment of SMI 
objectives. For example, in SY 1999/00, 77.8% of all districts reported that they had used 
cycle menus at some time, not necessarily at present (up from 64.3% two years before), 74.9% 
had increased the number of items added to their menus, and 61.6% had added to the number 
of fruits and/or vegetables offered. 

Food Procurement and Preparation 

While the pace of change in food procurement and preparation practices slowed in SY 
1999/00, relative to the preceding two years, changes continued to be made by a large number 
of districts. This includes increased purchases of fresh fruit and vegetables (59.7% of all 
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districts) and low-fat/reduced-fat foods (49.9%) and requiring additional nutrition information 
from vendors (57.8%). When compared across the entire period of study, at least 90% of all 
districts made these changes in at least one of the three years. 

About two-thirds of all districts continue to use purchasing cooperatives. Of those using them, 
18.7% said that they increased their use of them in SY 1999/00. Just over one -quarter of all 
districts (25.7%) reported increased use of USDA donated commodities. 

Further evidence that the implementation process is beginning to “wind-down” is found in the 
incidence of changes in the use of standardized recipes and new USDA recipes. About two- 
thirds of all districts reported that “no change” was required in the use of either in 1999/00. 
This contrasts with responses two years earlier when 60% of all districts said they had 
increased their use of both. 




Number of Food Choices 

The majority of all school districts indicate “no change” in the number of food choices offered 
across all major food categories, though one-quarter to nearly one-half continue to add choices 
among some of the categories. The share of all districts reporting “no change” has gradually 
risen across the period of study, particularly among the fruit, vegetable, and bread/grain 
categories. These are the food categories that were most directly affected by the SMI. 

Portion Sizes 

Findings from the first two years of this study generally indicated that districts provided larger 
servings of fruit, vegetables, and grain-based foods to their students. Findings for SY 1999/00 
reveal a continuation of these trends, though the pace of change has slowed as districts appear 
to have more or less achieved their desired portion sizes. 

Plate Waste 

A majority of all school food directors report “no change” in food waste for each of seven 
food groups. To the extent they observe change, by a margin of about 2-to- 1 they report “less 
waste” as opposed to “more waste”. Cooked vegetables continue to be the one exception. Of 
those districts reporting a change in the amount of cooked vegetables wasted, nearly twice as 
many indicate that more was wasted (27.0%) than that less was wasted (14.4%). 

Difficulty in Performing Tasks 

As in the first two years of the study, findings for SY 1999/00 indicate that the perceived level 
of difficulty in performing certain key tasks required for implementation of the SMI fall into 
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two groups, one of minimal difficulty and one of somewhat greater difficulty. Of ten 
identified tasks, six appear to pose minimal difficulty for most districts with 70% or more 
reporting “no difficulty” in performing them. 

The other four tasks are described as presenting “some difficulty” by 34% to 48% of the 
districts and as a “major difficulty” by 6% to 9%. These more challenging tasks, all of which 
are important to the accomplishment of SMI objectives, are the tasks of adhering to 
standardized recipes, finding nutritionally-comparable substitutions and documenting them, 
and maintaining food production records. 

Program Acceptance 

School food directors report that most of the stakeholders within their districts remain 
positive-to-neutral in their attitude toward the SMI. However, a comparison of the results 
from SYs 1997/98 and 1999/00 suggest that stakeholders have become slightly less positive 
and slightly more neutrako-negative. 

School food directors remain highly supportive of the SMI, though slightly less so than two 
years ago. Two-thirds of all directors say that they are at least “somewhat positive” toward 
the initiative. 

Selected Operational Issues 

Direct Certification 

To help reduce the burden of certifying students eligible for free meals, SFAs may “direct 
certify” students by determining that they live in households already certified to receive 
assistance through the Food Stamp Program, the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
Program, or the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations. 

An estimated 62.7% of all districts used direct certification in establishing student eligibility 
for free meals in SY 1999/00. Nationally, just under one-third (29%) of all students 
determined eligible for free meals were certified directly. 

Nearly half (46%) of all districts that certify students directly use a Statewide system that 
directly notifies households of their eligibility. Slightly fewer than one -quarter of the districts 
certify on the basis of a matched database provided by the State while the remaining 30% 
certify at the district level on the basis of information obtained from local agencies. 
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Afterschool Care Programs 

Snacks were provided to children participating in afterschool care programs in 15.5% of all 
districts in SY 1999/00. Large school districts and those operating in high-poverty areas are 
substantially more likely to participate in these programs. Nearly a half million children 
participated in these programs in SY 1999/00, the equivalent of 2.5% of the total enrollment 
of the participating districts and 1.1% of the total national enrollment. Nearly two-thirds 
(64.7%) of the programs were operated by the districts; the remaining third were run by a 
variety of community-based organizations like the YMCA/YWCA. 

Pouring Rights Contracts 

Nearly l-in-3 school districts indicated that they were under an exclusive contract with a 
carbonated beverage company in SY 1999/00. The share of districts under contract was 
relatively uniform across all sizes of districts but more prevalent among low-poverty districts 
than among high-poverty districts (35.0% versus 20.5%). Most districts (92.8%) entered into 
the contracts on their own rather than as part of a consortium. Of those districts that were 
under contract, more than one-third reported that their contract applied to products sold in the 
cafeteria. 

Charter Schools 

There were an estimated 1,619 charter schools operating in 847 public NSLP school districts 
in SY 1999/00, up slightly from the number reported a year earlier. Charter schools are far 
more likely to be found in large districts. The school food authority is responsible for 
providing food service to charter schools in 58.2% of the districts that host them and in 53.5% 
of the charter schools in these districts. 

Provision 2 and 3 Schools 

As a means of reducing the paperwork associated with administering school meals programs, 
schools operating under Provision 2 or Provision 3 may iEe alternative means of determining 
student eligibility for free and reduced price meals and for recording daily meal counts. 

An estimated 517 school districts (3.9%) reported that 3,154 schools (3.8%) in their districts 
were operating under Provision 2 cr Provision 3 in SY 1999/00. Most of these schools 
(89.1%) were operating under Provision 2. Provision 2 in particular is used with greatest 
frequency in the largest districts and in high-poverty districts. 
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Use of Food Service Management Companies 

On the basis of responses to the SY 1999/00 survey of SFAs, it is estimated that 1,450 districts 
(11.1%) used Food Service Management Companies that year. This represents a reversal of 
the past growth trend and is down 20% from the year before. It also contradicts findings from 
the survey of State CN agencies (reported below) indicating that 1,964 SFAs (14.1%) were 
being managed by these firms. Absent further confirmation of a downturn, this estimate 
should be treated with caution. 

Internet Access 

The access of school food directors to the Internet, whether at work or at home, jumped from 
67% in SY 1998/99 to 87% in SY 1999/00. While most directors (72.2%) have access at 
work, more than half (55.8%) also have access at home. 

Views of the State Directors of Child Nutrition Programs 

SFA Use of Alternative Menu Planning Systems 

State directors report little change in the distribution of SFAs among the alternative 
approaches to menu planning in their States. On the basis of their records, the two food-based 
approaches continue to be used by more than 80% of all districts with NSMP used by 16% 
and ANSMP by fewer than 2%. There remains a tendency for a majority of the SFAs within 
individual States to use the same menu planning approach, usually a food-based approach. 

The number of State agencies providing ANSMP support to SFAs in their States fell to 7 in 
SY 1999/00, down from 15 two years before. 

Training and Technical Assistance 

Findings for SY 1998/99 suggest that the role of State agencies in support of the SMI is 
shifting away from computer support and training sessions and, to a lesser extent, nutritional 
assistance, and toward more on-site technical assistance. For example, while 45 State 
agencies provided computer assistance during 1995-97, only 29 reported offering support in 
this form in SY 1998/99. Despite this shift, a majority of the State agencies continue to 
provide support in all these forms. 

SMI Compliance Reviews 

The pace of conducting compliance reviews accelerated in SY 1998/99 with the number of 
SFAs reviewed jumping 43% from the year before. A handful of State agencies continued to 
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lag behind in conducting reviews. Of the SFAs that underwent a compliance review in SY 
1998/99, 62% required improvement plans. As indicated in earlier reports, the share of SFAs 
requiring improvement plans varies widely among State agencies, suggesting a lack of 
uniformity in the standards that are being applied. 

Of the 50 State agencies, half said that they “usually” or “always” conduct SMI compliance 
reviews at the same time they conduct CRE administrative reviews. While a majority of these 
directors report that the coordination of these reviews is, at worst, a “minor problem,” a 
growing number see it as a “major problem.” 

Direct Certification 

Most State agencies (45 of 50) report that their States assisted in direct certification in SY 
1999/00, the same number as the year before. In 38 of the 45 States that provide this help, 
eligibility is based on information that is effective in June, July, or August immediately 
preceding the school year. 

Prototype Application Forms 

To promote greater consistency and accuracy, 27 of the 50 State agencies required their SFAs 
to use a prototype free/reduced-price meal application form in SY 1999/00. 

Food Service Management Companies 

State agencies report that food service management companies (FSMCs) were operating in 42 
States in SY 1999/00. In contrast to the SFA survey findings described above, State agencies 
reported a 17% increase in the number of SFAs contracting with FSMCs between SY 1998/99 
and SY 1999/00. 

State Agency Support for SFA Procurement 

Forty of the 50 State agencies periodically review the procurement activities of the SFAs in 
their States. A majority of States (36) have their own procurement standards that apply to 
child nutrition programs, though fewer than half (14) of these directors felt that the State 
standards were more restrictive than the Federal standards. In 19 States, the directors 
indicated that their State’s competitive food policy is more restrictive than Federal policy. 



XXIV 



SMI IMPLEMENTATION STUDY: THIRD YEAR REPORT 

Executive Summary 



Charter Schools 

Of the 50 State agencies, only 21 maintain their records in such a way that they can identify 
charter schools. As a result, the numbers reported through the State agency survey are 
incomplete and not comparable to those collected through the SFA survey. 

In SY 1999/00, 457 charter schools were participating in the NSLP in 19 States. This 
represents a 13% increase in the number of schools from the previous year. Most of these 
schools have been granted SFA status; 17 State agencies said they had granted SFA status to 
421 charter schools, up 51% from the number reported by 15 State agencies the year before. 
The directors from most of the States with charter schools report that their rapid growth has 
intensified the need for State agency supervision and technical assistance. 

Financial Management 

State agencies conducted organization-wide financial audits in nearly 10,900 school districts 
(78%) in SY 1998/99. In 27 of the 49 responding States, these audits were carried out in all 
SFAs in the State. State directors reported that, only 8.7% of the audits required any follow- 
up action to resolve problems. 

Afterschool Care Programs 

All 50 State agencies provided support in some form to the NSLP and CACFP providers of 
afterschool snacks in their States in SY 1999/00. The types of supporting activities 
undertaken included: direct mailings (98% of SAs), development of printed material (84%), 
and training programs and workshops (76%). 

State Agency Staffing 

The median number of non-clerical professional staff employed by or contracted by State 
agencies to work on child nutritional programs in SY 1999/00 was 14. The range in size was 
from 2 to 48. Of the 49 responding SAs, 16 reported the use of consultants. Nearly one-third 
of all SAs (15) indicated that they administer other programs in addition to the child nutrition 
programs. The median low annual salary of SA professional staff was $34,500; the median 
high annual salary was $58,100. 
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE 

In late 1993, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) took its initial steps toward 
launching a major reform of the school meals programs known as the “School Meals Initiative 
for Healthy Children” (SMI). The central aim of this reform is to upgrade the nutritional 
content of school lunches and school breakfasts. This is the final report in a series of three 
reports assessing the status of SMI implementation and other operational features of the 
school meals programs. 

This chapter briefly introduces the school meals programs and the SMI. Following this 
introduction, it describes the purpose of the study and provides an outline of the remainder of 
the report. 

School Meals Programs 

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) are 
key instruments of a national policy designed to safeguard the nutritional well-being of the 
Nation’s children. They are administered by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the 
USDA, operating through State agencies (SAs) that have agreements with the local school 
systems in their States. The NSLP was authorized in 1946. A pilot SBP began in 1966 with 
approval of a national program following in 1975. In Fiscal Year 2000, nearly 4.6 billion 
lunches were served to over 27 million kids in over 96,000 schools and institutions and over 
1.3 billion breakfasts were served to nearly 7.6 million kids in more than 72,000 schools and 
institutions. 

To achieve the health and dietary aims of these programs, participating schools are required to 
serve meals that meet prescribed nutritional standards. Until recently, USDA achieved this 
exclusively by identifying minimum numbers and amounts of food components (meat/meat 
alternative, bread/grains, vegetables, fruits, and milk) that were to be incorporated in meals 
served in participating schools. The meals were designed to achieve nutritional balance. The 
meal pattern for lunches was designed to provide approximately one -third of the 
Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDAs) developed by the National Academy of Sciences. 

To help all Americans make better dietary choices, the USDA and the US Department of 
Health and Human Services jointly developed the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. The 
Dietary Guidelines were first issued in 1980 and have been updated every five years since. 
Among other recommendations, the Dietary Guidelines call for diets in which fat comprises 
no more than 30% of caloric intake and saturated fat accounts for less than 10% of total 
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calories for individuals two years of age and older. Since these Dietary Guidelines were 
developed for Americans of all ages, they offer a useful standard against which to measure the 
performance of the NSLP and SBP. 

Despite increased attention to the Dietary Guidelines and the development and growth of 
programs like the NSLP and SBP, nutritional imbalances are increasingly commonplace in the 
American diet, indicating the need for changes in what we eat if we are to have healthful diets. 
An excessive intake of fat, saturated fat, and sodium and too little intake of foods containing 
complex carbohydrates and fiber have been shown by an accumulation of scientific evidence 
to have harmful health consequences. 

Substantial progress has been achieved over the years in enhancing the quality of school 
meals. Results of USDA research conducted in the early 1990s indicated that school meals, 
on balance, were not meeting certain key elements of the Dietary Guidelines. 1 School lunches 
were found to exceed the recommended levels of fat, saturated fat, and sodium by a 
substantial margin and fell short of the recommended level of carbohydrates. A follow-up 
study conducted during SY 1998/99 found that school meals had become substantially 
healthier since the earlier study. 2 Levels of fat and saturated fat were lower and carbohydrate 
levels were higher, relative to calorie content. Despite these improvements, the study found 
that there was still work to be done to achieve the goals represented by the Dietary Guidelines. 

The School Meals Initiative 

The USDA developed the School Meals Initiative for Healthy Children to help bring school 
meals in compliance with the Dietary Guidelines. The SMI has four major missions. They 
are: 

1. Meeting the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Nutritional requirements that help 
make it possible for school meals to meet the Dietary Guidelines and certain key 
nutrients are the centerpiece of the SMI. Schools were to begin compliance with the 
Dietary Guidelines at the beginning of School Year 1996/97 unless granted a waiver to 
postpone implementation until no later than SY 1998/99. There are five menu 
planning options that schools can use to meet the new standards: 

• Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (NSMP) 




1 USDA, FNS, The School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study , prepared by Mathematic Policy Research, 
Inc., October 1998. 

2 USDA, FNS, School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study - //, prepared by Abt Associates, July 2001 . 
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• Assisted Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (ANSMP) 

• Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning 

• Traditional Food-Based Menu Planning 

• Alternative Menu Planning 

NSMP and ANSMP are both accomplished through use of computer nutrient analysis. 
The principal distinction between the two is that NSMP is conducted by the school 
district or “school food authority” (SFA) while a second party, such as the State Child 
Nutrition Agency or a consultant conducts the nutrient analysis for ANSMP. Both 
techniques represent a significant departure from the approach that was formerly used. 
The next two menu planning options - enhanced food-based and traditional food- 
based - continue to base menu planning on prescribed portion sizes and food 
components. The principal difference between the two food-based approaches is that 
the enhanced system calls for increased quantities of vegetables, fruits, breads, and 
grains while the traditional food-based system leaves the prescribed portion sizes and 
food components as they were. Despite their different approaches, all menu- planning 
systems are required to achieve the same result; that is, they are to produce meals that 
meet the Dietary Guidelines and provide adequate calories and key nutrients for 
growing children. 

2. Providing nutrition education, training, and technical assistance. Under the banner of 
Team Nutrition, the USDA provides an extensive array of nutrition education, 
training, and technical assistance support for State and local school food professionals. 
This includes training standards and materials, and the creation of public/private 
partnerships to promote healthy eating among school children. 

3. Making improvements in donated commodities. With the guidance of its Commodities 
Improvement Council, the USDA has made a number of changes in its commodity 
distribution program. Collectively, these changes have further improved the nutritional 
profile of the commodities the USDA buys for donation to schools. More recently, the 
USDA has initiated “Food Distribution 2000,” a major review of all aspects of the 
program that will result in additional reform. 

4. Streamlining program administration. To free the time of State agency staff for the 
increased demands of the new menu planning systems, the Department has made 
changes designed to reduce the administrative burdens and paperwork requirements of 
the participating school districts. For example, the Department has extended the 
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length of the coordinated review effort (CRE) cycle from 4 to 5 years. It also 
eliminated the requirement that school districts conduct daily checks of their meal 
counts if the district has an established record of accurate meal counts. 



Purpose of the Report 

This is the third and final report that will be issued as part of this study. The principal focus of 
the First Year Report was the SMI, its status, how it was being implemented, and its impact, 
as of School Year (SY) 1997/98. 1 That report marked the first collection of SMI information 
from a nationally representative sample of school districts since the initiative got underway in 
SY 1996/97. The only other source of detailed information relating to the SMI was from an 
evaluation of a USDA-sponsored demonstration of Nutrient Standard Menu Planning that had 
been conducted in 34 SFAs in SY 1994/95 through SY 1996/97. 2 The Second Year Report 
extended the first year analysis in assessing the continued progress in implementing the SMI. 3 
In addition, this report examined several other program issues of special interest to FNS. 

Following initiation of this study, in SY 1998/99 the USD A conducted the second School 
Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study (SNDA-II). 4 This study provided updated information on 
the nutritional quality of meals served in public NSLP schools. 

The objectives of this Third Year Report are two-fold. They are as follows: 

• Implementation of the School Meals Initiative. This report builds on the findings 
of the two previous reports in assessing the continued progress in the 
implementation of the SMI as of SY 1999/00, including comparisons with the 
previous two school years. The impact of the SMI on a number of operational and 
performance measures is examined as well. 

• Special issues. A second objective of this report is to examine several program 
issues of interest to FNS. This includes the use of food service management 
companies in school feeding programs, the use of direct certification of eligibility 
for free school meals, the participation of SFAs in after-school care programs, 



1 FNS, USDA, SMI Implementation Study: First Year Report , prepared by The Gallup Organization and 
Promar International, October 2000. 

2 FNS, USDA, Evaluation of the Nutrient Standard Menu Planning Demonstration: Final Report , prepared 
by Abt Associates, August 1998. 

3 FNS, USDA, SMI Implementation Study: Second Year Report , prepared by The Gallup Organization and 
Promar International, July 2001. 

4 FNS, USDA, School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study II: Summary of Findings , prepared by Abt 

Associates, January 2001 . 
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SFA participation in exclusive “pouring rights” contracts with soft drink 
companies, and school participation in the so-called ‘Provision 2 and 3” programs. 



Outline of the Report 

The report describes and interprets results of the third year surveys of a national sample of 
public SFAs participating in the NSLP and of the 50 State Child Nutrition Agencies. The data 
were collected during SY 1999/00. The report begins with a brief description of study 
methodology, including study design, sample selection, and data collection procedures in 
Chapter II. This is followed in Chapter III by a description of key characteristics of school 
districts participating in the school meals programs. 

The following three chapters are devoted to the SMI, its current status and impact. In the first 
of these, Chapter IV, an up-dated assessment of the schools’ progress in implementing the 
menu planning systems spelled out in the SMI is provided. In Chapter V, the experience of 
the districts in applying the operational procedures required under the SMI is reviewed. This 
is followed in Chapter VI by an examination of the impact of the SMI on a wide range of 
factors including staffing requirements, food procurement and preparation, and program 
acceptance. Throughout these chapters, comparisons are made between the status of the SMI 
in SYs 1997/98 and 1999/00 and, where appropriate, across all three survey years. 

Chapter VII is devoted to an examination of the several operational issues that are of 
particular interest to FNS. The final chapter, Chapter VIII, is based on information collected 
from the State Child Nutrition Agencies. Beyond reviewing the status of the SMI as seen 
from the State level, several operational topics are examined including State Agency activities 
relating to direct certification, charter schools, support for SFA procurement, organization- 
wide financial and compliance audits, and after-school care programs. 
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CHAPTER II: 

METHODOLOGY 

Study Design 

This report is part of a three-year study of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s school-based 
child nutrition programs. The study is based on data collected from a nationally representative 
sample of public school food authorities (SFAs) participating in the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP) and from the State agencies responsible for administration of the program. 
Data for the study were collected through use of self-administered mail surveys, supplemented 
by computer-assisted telephone interviews, where necessary. The two surveys — one for the 
SFAs and another for the State agencies - were administered in SY 1999/00. 

Survey instruments for SY 1999/00 were developed in the spring of 1999. Both instruments 
were reviewed by the Education Information Advisory Committee (EIAC) of the Council of 
Chief State School Officers. The SFA survey used in SY 1997/98, that served as the model 
for this instrument, as well as the instrument used in SY 1998/99, was pre-tested with six 
school districts from different parts of the nation, ranging in size from less than 5,000 
enrollment to more than 120,000. 

Design of the sample and its implementation are discussed in the following section. Once the 
sample was drawn, State CN Agencies were asked to confirm that the sampled SFAs within 
their respective States were participating in the NSLP and to provide names, addresses, and 
telephone numbers for each SFA. This information was collected in early 1998. For the third 
year surveys, pre-notification letters were mailed in March 2000 to SFAs in the sample, 
including those that failed to respond to either of the surveys conducted during the first two 
years, followed by SFA and State survey mailings about one week later. For those SFAs that 
did not respond to the survey or to the follow-up prompts or that provided incomplete 
responses, telephone interviews were conducted, as required, during June through October 
2000. Data collection for the year three surveys was concluded in October 2000. As indicated 
in Table II-l, the SFA response rates (number of completed interviews divided by the eligible 
sample size) varied for the various stratum from 74.9% to 96.5%, with an overall response rate 
of 89.2%. For the State survey, the response rate was 100%. 

Sample Design and Implementation 

The universe for the State agencies for the year-one study consisted of the Directors of Child 
Nutrition Programs in all 50 States. Since a census was conducted of all 50 agencies, a 
sample was not required. The target population of SFAs was comprised of all public SFAs in 
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the 50 States and the District of Columbia. In most instances, SFAs are coterminous with 
school districts; in a few instances they are not. The database of public school districts 
maintained by Quality Education Data (QED) of Denver, Colorado was determined to be the 
most complete and accurate frame readily available to the study. 

Within this frame, it was determined that there were two types of school districts that were 
appropriate for inclusion in the study. One was what QED termed “regular public school 
districts.” The other type consisted of fiscally independent districts that were administered by 
“supervisory unions.” Of the 14,104 public school districts in the frame, 13,192 were regular 
districts and 912 were districts in supervisory unions. And while regular public school 
districts were identical to SFAs, it was determined through consultation with several State 
agencies that in some supervisory unions more than one district was served by an individual 
SFA. In effect, with the supervisory union districts it was not known which district belonged 
to which SFA and how many SFAs there were among these districts. Given this difference, 
regular school districts and school districts in supervisory unions were sampled separately. 
Assuming an eligibility rate of 95% and a response rate of 90%, it was determined that a 
sample of 2,325 districts - consisting of 2,225 regular school districts and 100 supervisory 
union districts - was required. 

The frame for the regular school districts was first stratified into fourteen strata according to a 
cross-classification of poverty status and USDA regions. Two levels of poverty (high and 
low) and FNS’s seven administrative regions were used. The Orshansky measure in the QED 
frame was used to define poverty levels. 1 High poverty districts were defined as those 
districts where 30% or more of the enrolled students were from families with incomes below 
the poverty line. According to this definition, 32% of the districts were classified as high 
poverty, and 68% of the districts were classified as low poverty. 

The sample of 2,225 regular school districts was allocated to the 14 strata in proportion to the 
number of school districts in each stratum. Therefore, he sampling fraction was about 
2,225/13,192 = 16.87% in all strata. Table II- 1 describes the sample allocation to each 
stratum. Within each stratum, the sample was drawn with probability proportional to size 
(PPS), where size was defined as the square root of the number of students enrolled in a 
district. By using the square root instead of the actual enrollment, the skewness in the size 



1 This measures the number of school-age children in households falling below the Federal poverty 
guidelines expressed as a percent of all school-age children within the district. If 50% or more of the 
schools within a district have data on Title I students, the district is assigned the weighted average of the 
Title I schools. These data are from the National Center for Educational Statistics Common Core of Data. 
For those districts lacking Title I data for at least half their schools, the measure is based on data from the 
1990 Census of Population. 
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distribution was reduced so that a sufficient number of small districts could be included in the 
sample. 

Since the QED database includes all school districts, including some that do not participate in 
the NSLP, it was necessary to ask the State agencies to review the list of sampled districts in 
each of their States to determine if any were ineligible for inclusion in the study. Of the 2,225 
regular school districts, 69 districts (3%) were found to be ineligible. This share is consistent 
with the results of past studies. 



Table HA: Regular public school districts 1998 



Stratum 


Poverty 

(high=l, 

low=2) 


Region 


Total 

population 

size 


Total 

sample 

size 


Sample 

size 

(Eligible) 


Completed 

interviews 


Response 

rates 

(weighted) 

(%) 


1 


1 


1 


198 


33 


33 


27 


74.9 


2 


1 


2 


324 


55 


55 


44 


87.3 


3 


1 


3 


751 


127 


125 


118 


94.4 


4 


1 


4 


203 


34 


34 


29 


87.4 


5 


1 


5 


555 


94 


94 


83 


88.9 


6 


1 


6 


1,411 


238 


237 


216 


91.3 


7 


1 


7 


800 


135 


133 


111 


84.4 


8 


2 


1 


1,088 


183 


175 


156 


88.4 


9 


2 


2 


2,813 


474 


450 


406 


89.8 


10 


2 


3 


1,781 


300 


291 


270 


90.0 


11 


2 


4 


1,046 


177 


169 


143 


85.3 


12 


2 


5 


494 


83 


83 


75 


87.1 


13 


2 


6 


651 


110 


109 


105 


96.5 


14 


2 


7 


1.077 


182 


168 


146 


87,6 


Total 






13,192 


2,225 


2,156 


1,929 


89.2 



Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: Third Year Report , June 2002. 



The frame for school districts in supervisory unions was stratified by poverty level - high 
poverty and low poverty, using the same Orshansky cutoff. Thus, it contained 145 high 
poverty districts and 767 low poverty districts. The sample was allocated to the two strata 
disproportionately, with 32 to high poverty districts and 68 to low poverty, to ensure sufficient 
representation of high poverty districts. Within each stratum the sample was drawn based on a 
probability proportional to size sampling scheme, i.e. using the same procedure that was used 
for sampling the regular school districts. As noted above, more than one of these districts 
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could be associated with the same SFA. There were instances where both high poverty 
districts and low poverty districts were being served by the same SFA. Table II-2 below 
provides the details of the sample of supervisory union districts. 



Table II-2: Public school districts in supervisory unions , 1998 



Stratum 


Poverty 


Total 

population size 


Total sample 
size 


Sample size 
(Eligible) 


Completed 

interviews 


1 


High 


145 


32 


25 


22 


2 


Low 


767 


68 


60 


47 


Total 




912 


100 


85 


69 



Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: Third Year Report, June 2002 



Data Analysis and Reporting 

The sample data were weighted so that inferences could be drawn regarding the universe of all 
public school districts in the 50 States and the District of Columbia that participate in the 
NSLP. Weights were designed to adjust for differential probabilities of selection and non- 
response. Since those school districts that are in supervisory unions were selected into the 
sample through a sampling of supervisory unions rather than the districts themselves, there 
was no straightforward way to calculate the selection probability for each sampled school 
district in a supervisory union. Instead, the selection probability for these districts was 
estimated by simulating the sampling process 1,000 times. The simulation procedure was 
carried out separately for the high poverty stratum and the low poverty stratum. 

At the outset of each chapter, ley research questions to be addressed in the remainder of the 
chapter are identified. Results of the analysis are presented in tables accompanied by 
interpretive text. Most results are cross-tabulated by district size, program participation, and 
district poverty level. When appropriate, results are also cross-tabulated by school type and 
the type of menu planning system being used. These measures and their subgroups are 
defined as follows: 

• School district enrollment (as of October 31, 1999): 

- Less than 1 ,000 

1.000 to 4,900 

5.000 to 24,900 

- 25,000 or more 

• Program participation (School Year 1999/00): 
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Both NSLP and SBP 

- NSLP only 

• District poverty level (share of district enrollment approved for free and reduced 
price meals as of October 31, 1999): 

- High (>60%) 

- Medium (3 1 - 60%) 

Low (< 30%) 

• School type : 

- Elementary - Schools composed of any span of grades not above Grade 8. 

- Middle/secondary - Schools that have no grade lower than Grade 6 and 
continue through Grade 12 

- Other schools - Schools that include grade spans other than those defined 
above, including, for example, schools with a K-12 grade span. 

• Menu planning systems : 

- Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (NSMP) 

- Assisted Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (ANSMP) 

- Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning 

- Traditional Food-Based Menu Planning 

- Other menu planning systems 

To assess the statistical significance of differences between subgroups of school districts and 
between school districts across study years, ttests were performed for certain variables. 
Between group differences and year-to-year differences that were found to be significant at 
the .01 and the .05 levels are reported. 

Research Questions 

A series of research questions for each of the two primary objectives of the report provided the 
overall framework for analysis of the survey data. The objectives and their associated 
research questions are as follows: 
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Objective 1 — Implementation of the School Meals Initiative 

For School Food Authorities : 

• Which menu planning options (or combination of options) are SFAs now using 
and how has this changed over the past two school years? 

• What is the current status of implementation? 

• If nutrient analysis of recipes and menus is being conducted, are food items 
weighted on the basis of their relative importance? 

• To what degree has performance of the following tasks required for 
implementation of NSMP been a burden to the school food directors and staff: 

- Obtaining nutrient data for foods not in the database? 

- Obtaining reimbursable meal serving information for weighted analysis? 

- Standardizing recipes? 

- Meeting all the required nutrient standards? 

- Acceptability of food items, menu items, recipes, and menus? 

- Skill/training requirements? 

• Do SFAs publicize nutrition information for their menus? 

• Compared to last year, what changes have SFAs made with regard to: 

- The general nature of the meals served? 

- Use of menu cycles? 

- Use of self-serve foods (salad bars/theme bars, etc.)? 

- Availability and sales of a la carte foods? 

- Number of menu choices? 

- Portion sizes offered (including tailoring portion size to age category)? 

- Time devoted to planning menus? 

• For those SFAs using food-based menu planning: 

- What steps are being taken to ensure that meals meet the Dietary Guidelines? 

- Are they working toward or planning to work toward implementing NSMP? 

• Compared to last year, what changes have SFAs made in recipes and food 
preparation techniques? 

- Use of standardized recipes? 
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- Use of new USDA recipes? 

- Time devoted to recording food production information? 

- Modify recipes to improve nutritional content of meals? 

- Change food preparation techniques to improve nutritional content of meals? 

- Purchase of new equipment? 

• Compared to last year, what changes have SFAs made in food procurement? 

- Purchase of fresh fruits/vegetables? 

- Purchase of prepared, convenience foods? 

- Purchase of pre-plated meals from outside vendors? 

- Use of USDA donated commodities? 

- Purchase of low-fat/reduced-fat foods? 

- Requiring nutrition information from vendors? 

- Use and content of product specifications? 

- Use of purchasing cooperatives? 

For State Agencies : 

• How many SFAs within each State are using each of the authorized menu planning 
options (or combinations of options)? 

• What role has the State played in assisting public SFAs in the selection and 
implementation of new menu planning systems? 

• Have State agencies offered general training sessions to SFAs to present the 
various menu planning options? If so, how many sessions were held and how 
many SFAs have been trained? 

• Have State agencies provided public SFAs with nutritional expertise? With 
computer expertise? With on-site technical assistance? 

• Have State agencies developed plans and procedures to provide ANSMP to SFAs 
in their States? How many SFAs are using ANSMP provided by State agencies? 

• How are States monitoring SFA compliance with the School Meals Initiative? 
How many school sites have been reviewed? Are State Agencies conducting SMI 
reviews and Coordinated Review Efforts (CRE) Administrative Reviews 
simultaneously? To what extent has coordination of the reviews been a problem? 

• To what extent have improvement plans been required as a result of the SMI 
reviews? 
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Objective 2 - Special Issues 

For School Food Authorities 

• How many SFAs use direct certification of children in Food Stamp (FS), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or Food Distribution Program 
on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) households to qualify for free meal eligibility? 

• For those SFAs that use direct certification with information provided by the State: 

- What method does the SFA use? 

- What share of all students approved for free lunches are directly certified? 



• In how many school districts are afterschool snacks provided under the NSLP or 
Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)? For those school districts 
providing afterschool snacks: 

- How many schools are providing these snacks? 

- Who operates these programs? 

- How many children participate in these programs? 



• How many “charter schools” are operating in NSLP districts? In how many of 
those schools is the SFA responsible for providing meals? 

• How many school food directors have access to the Internet, at work or at home? 

• How many school districts are operating schools under the special assistance 
alternatives (Provisions II or III) to the normal requirements for annual eligibility 
determinations and daily meal counts, and for those districts that are, how many 
schools are participating? 

• How many school districts have entered into exclusive “pouring rights” contracts 
with carbonated beverage companies? For those that have, did they do so alone or 
as part of a consortium and does the contract apply to any products sold in the 
cafeteria? 

For State Agencies 

• How many States generate a listing of children in households in the FS, TANF, 
and FDPIR and what is the effective month of this certification? 
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• How many States have 9?As that have contracts with Food Service Management 
companies (FSMCs) and how many SFAs within these States are operating under 
contract with FSMCs? 

• For those State Agencies that maintain records identifying “charter schools” that 
are participating in child nutrition programs: 

- How many charter schools are participating in the NSLP? 

- How many of these charter schools have been granted SFA status? 

- To what extent has the rapid growth in the number of charter schools created 
new administrative issues? 

• In providing support for SFA procurement activities: 

- How many States have procurement standards that apply to CN programs? 
For those that do, how many are more restrictive than Federal standards? 

- How many States conduct periodic oversight of their SFA’s procurement 
activities? 

- In how many States is the State-wide competitive food policy more 
restrictive than the Federal competitive food policy? 

• How many SFAs were the subject of State-conducted organization-wide financial 
and SMI compliance audits during SY 1998/99? Of those SFAs audited, how 
many required State agency attention to resolve problems? 

• What activities have States undertaken related to the implementation of 
afterschool snacks in the NSLP and CACFP? 

• How many non-clerical, professional (including contracted) staff are employed by 
State agencies to work on child nutrition programs? 

• What are the annual salary ranges for professional staff and consultants/contracted 
staff working on child nutrition programs? 

• How many State CN directors administer programs other than CN programs? 
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CHAPTER III: 

SCHOOL DISTRICT CHARACTERISTICS 
Introduction 

In this chapter we examine some key measures of the operations and characteristics of the 
public schools and school districts participating in the US Department of Agriculture’s school 
meals programs in SY 1999/00. 

This background information is provided for a couple of reasons. First, it offers an up-dated 
snapshot of major dimensions of the program. In several of the tables appearing below, we 
compare national estimates for SY 1999/00 with estimates for SYs 1997/98 and 1998/99 that 
appeared in previous reports in this series. For most measures, we compare findings from the 
first and third survey years to contrast the changes that have occurred. For those indicators 
that are especially important or where we detect an erratic trend across the period, we display 
results for all three years. 

A second purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with a context for interpreting study 
results. Most of the findings described elsewhere in this report are arrayed by the same 
breakdown of district characteristics shown in the tables that follow. With this information, it 
is therefore possible to determine the distribution of key parameters - e.g. number of school 
districts, schools, and students - among the resulting outcomes. 

For this purpose, national estimates are provided for: 

• Number of schools and school districts. 

• Student enrollment. 

• Students approved for free and reduced price meals. 

• Number of meals served (free, reduced and full price). 

• Student participation in the school meals program. 

Schools and School Districts in the NSLP/SBP 

Results of the Third Year survey indicate that there were about 13,093 public school districts 
operating more than 83,000 schools taking part in the NSLP in the 50 States and the District of 
Columbia in SY 1999/00. The estimated number of schools differs from the number reported 
by FNS on the basis of its administrative records by less than 0.05%. 




m-i 



43 



SMI IMPLEMENTATION STUDY: THIRD YEAR REPORT 

School District Characteristics 



As indicated in Table III-2, school districts of less than 5,000 enrollment account for more 
than 85% of the total number of districts but only 45% of the number of schools and 32.5% of 
total enrollment. At the other extreme, there are around 230 school districts with an 
enrollment of 25,000 or more. While these districts account for less than 2% of the total 
number of districts, they operate nearly one-quarter (24.3%) of all schools and enroll one-third 
(33.0%) of all students. 



Table III-l: Comparison of NSLP School District Characteristics 
in SYs 1997/98 , 1998/99 and 1999/00 



District characteristics 


SY 1997/98 


SY 1998/99 


SY 1999/00 




(percent) 


(percent) 


(percent) 


District size 17 








Less than 1,000 


43.1 


42.4 


44.3 


1,000- 4,999 


41.6 


43.3 


41.3 


5,000 - 24,999 


13.5 


12.6 


12.6 


25,000 or more 


1.8 


1.8 


1.8 


Program participation 








NSLP and SBP 


74.9 


74.9 


76.9 


NSLP only 


25.1 


25.1 


23.1 


District poverty level 27 








High (>60% f&r) 


15.5 


17.3 


14.0 


Medium (31-60% f&r) 


38.9 


37.0 


40.8 


Low (<30% f&r) 


45.6 


45.6 


45.2 




(number) 


(number) 


(number) 


Total number of districts 


13,503 


13,115 


13,093 



17 Total school district enrollment as of October 31 in the respective school years. 

27 Represented by the share of total enrollment in the respective school years approved for 
free and reduced-price (f&r) meals. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: First Year Report , October 2000; 
Second Year Report, July 2001; and Third Year Report, June 2002. 



The distribution of school districts by district characteristics (Table III- 1) changed very little 
across the three years. The share of districts in the smallest size class (less than 1,000 
enrollment) fell slightly in the second year and then reversed direction and rose slightly in the 
third year. Compared against the long-term trend of fewer and larger districts, the slightly 
larger share of very small districts would appear to be a temporary aberration. 
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Table III-2: Number of Public NSLP Schools and School Districts by 
Selected District Characteristics and School Type , ST 1999/00 



District characteristics 


Schools 


School districts 


Number 


Percent of total 


Number 


Percent of total 


All districts 


83,274 


100.0 


13,093 


100.0 


District size 17 










Less than 1,000 


11,018 


13.2 


5,783 


44.3 


1,000- 4,999 


26,753 


32.1 


5,394 


41.3 


5,000- 24,999 


25,242 


30.3 


1,641 


12.6 


25,000 or more 


20,219 


24.3 


231 


1.8 


Program participation 










NSLP and SBP 


62,618 


75.0 


9,943 


76.9 


NSLP only 


19,681 


23.6 


2,993 


23.1 


SBP only 


468 


0.6 


- 


~ 


Neither NSLP nor SBP 


709 


0.8 


-- 


~ 


District poverty level 27 










High (>60% f&r) 


15,915 


19.1 


1,832 


14.0 


Medium (3 1 -60% f&r) 


34,998 


42.0 


5,319 


40.8 


Low (<30% f&r) 


32,318 


38.8 


5,898 


45.2 


School type - 










Elementary 


50,140 


60.3 


11,640 


88.9 


Middle/secondary 


27,104 


32.6 


10,139 


77.4 


Other 


5,954 


7.2 


3,506 


26.8 



1 7 Total school district enrollment as of October 31,1 999. 

27 Represented by percent of total enrollment approved for free and reduced-price meals as of 



October 31, 1999. 

- For school districts, number of school districts and percent of all school districts that include 
schools of the respective type. For example, 1 1,640 school districts (88.9 % of the total) include 
elementary schools. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: Third Year Report , June 2002. 
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There was also a slight shift in the distribution of districts by poverty level (as represented by 
the share of enrollment qualifying for free and reduced price meals). Around 430 districts 
moved from high to medium poverty. Consistent with this, Third Year survey results 
indicated a decline between SY 1998/99 and SY 1999/00 in the share of overall enrollment 
approved for free meals. This contrasts with FNS administrative records for public and 
private schools combined that register a small increase between these years. 

Over three-quarters (76.9%) of all districts offer their students both lunch and breakfast. The 
remaining districts participate only in the NSLP. Between SY 1998/99 and SY 1999/00, the 
number of districts offering breakfasts grew by about 260. Of the total number of schools in 
districts that take part in the NSLP, a very small share participates exclusively in the SBP 
(0.6%) or in neither the NSLP nor the SBP (0.8%). 

The distribution of school districts, schools, and students among the three poverty levels (low, 
medium, and high) is roughly 40/40/20 for all three measures. To the extent there is any 
deviation, from this relationship it is the slightly larger share of districts (45.2%) in the low 
poverty category and the somewhat smaller share (14.0%) in the high poverty category. 

A three-part system of classifying schools by grade level was used in this study. They were 
classified as “elementary,” “middle/secondary,” or “other.” The “other” schools are those that 
include grade spans other than those defined as elementary (any span not above Grade 8) or 
middle/secondary (no grade lower than Grade 6 and through Grade 12). A school with 
Kindergarten through Grade 12 would be classified as an “other” school, for example. 

As indicated in Table III-2, 88.9% of all school districts include at least one elementary school 
and 77.4% include one or more middle/secondary schools. There are nearly twice as many 
elementary schools as middle/secondary schools (50,000 versus 27,000, approximately) 
though elementary schools have an average enrollment that is only about 62% that of the 
average enrollment of middle/secondary schools (468 versus 760). As a result, total 
enrollment is divided somewhat more evenly with elementary schools accounting for 51%, 
middle/secondary schools for 45%, and “other” schools for the remaining 4%. 
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Table III-3: Student Enrollment in Public NSLP 
School Districts by Selected District Characteristics 



and School Type, *ST 1999/00 



District characteristics 


Student enrollment 


Total 


Share of total 


All districts 


(thousand) 

46,005 


(percent) 

100.0 


District size w 






Less than 1,000 


2,518 


5.5 


1,000-4,999 


12,439 


27.0 


5,000-24,999 


15,870 


34.5 


25,000 or more 


15,178 


33.0 


Program participation 






NSLP and SBP 


39,922 


86.9 


NSLP only 


6,000 


13.1 


District poverty level 2/ 






High (>60% f&r) 


9,204 


20.0 


Medium (3 1 -60% f&r) 


18,719 


40.7 


Low (<30% f&r) 


18,082 


39.3 


School type 






Elementary 


23,481 


51.0 


Middle/secondary 


20.608 


44.8 


Other 


1.916 


4.2 



Total school district enrollment as of October 31, 1999. 



21 Represented by percent of total enrollment approved for free 
and reduced-price meals as of October 31, 1999. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: Third 
Year Report , June 2002. 



The cross-classification of districts appearing in Table III -4 is revealing in a couple of 
respects. As might be expected, since participation in the breakfast program has been 
proportionately higher in high poverty areas, the vast majority (71%) of all districts that limit 
their participation to the lunch program are in low poverty areas. Furthermore, nearly all of 
these districts are in the smaller size categories with over 93% in districts of less than 5,000 
students. In the Second Year Report, it was noted that high poverty (i.e. > 60% f&r) occurred 
nearly as often among the smallest districts (23%) as among the largest districts (24%) in SY 
1998/99. In SY 1999/00, the occurrence of poverty among the smallest districts appears to 
have diminished somewhat (to 17%) while the incidence among the largest districts remained 
essentially unchanged. 
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Student Participation 

Lunches 

An estimated 4.2 billion lunches were served to students attending public schools participating 
in the NSLP in SY 1998/99. This is about 2% less than the number of lunches measured by 
FNS through its administrative records. 1 Of the total number, 43.2% were served free while 
47.2% were full price and 9.6% were reduced price. Compared to findings for the past two 
years, this represents a shift away from free meals in favor of more full-price meals. 

As in the past two years, results from the Third Year survey indicate that free lunches account 
for a larger share of the total among the largest districts, among those districts that participate 
in both the NSLP and the SBP, and in the poorest districts. Conversely, the incidence of full- 
price lunches is greatest among the smaller districts, those that provide lunch only, and those 
with the lowest level of poverty. 2 

A comparison of the distribution of lunches by type of meal (i.e. free, reduced-price, and full 
price) in SYs 1996/97 and 1998/99 reveals comparatively little change. As noted, the share of 
meals served free has fallen somewhat while the share served at full or reduced price has 
increased. This is most pronounced in the 1,000-4,999 size class though it is evident in some 
degree among all size classes. 

It should be noted that some school districts do not charge any of their students for meals, 
regardless of whether they meet the eligibility criteria for free or reduced-priced meals. This 
includes school districts participating in the so-called “Provision 2 and 3” alternatives to 
annual determinations of eligibility for free and reduced-price meals. These alternatives are 
provided as a means of streamlining program administration at the State and district levels. 
The incidence of use of Provision 2 and 3 is examined in Chapter VII. 

A few States are also experimenting on a pilot basis with free “universal” breakfast programs. 
But even in those schools, Federal reimbursement is still based on the free/reduced-price/paid 
categories, though the child is not paying for the meal. A Congressionally mandated 3-year 
pilot project for universal school breakfasts also began in six school districts in SY 2000/01. 
In this pilot, all breakfasts served in the “treatment” schools are reimbursed at the free rate. 




1 After excluding lunches served to children participating in the NSLP outside the United States and in 
private schools, USDA’s administrative records indicate that about 4.3 billion lunches were served in SY 
1998/99. 

2 Poverty is measured in the report in terms of the share of total enrollment that is approved for free and 
reduced price meals. This measure is frequently used as a proxy for income in studies of primary and 
secondary education. 
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Table IIE5: Number of NSLP Lunches Served in Public NSLP School Districts by Type of 
Meal and by Selected District Characteristics, SY 1998/99 



District characteristics 


Full-price 


Reduced- price 


Free 


Total 


Number | 


Percent 


Number | 


Percent 


Number 


| Percent 


Number | 


Percent 




(million) 




(million) 




(million) 




(million) 




All districts 


1,984 


47.2 


406 


9.6 


1,815 


43.2 


4,204 


100.0 


District size v 


















Less than 1 ,000 


142 


54.9 


28 


10.9 


88 


34.2 


259 


100.0 


1,000-4,999 


777 


59.3** 


136 


10.4** 


398 


30.4** 


1,311 


100.0 


5,000-24,999 


657 


47.7** 


122 


8.8** 


600 


43.5** 


1,379 


100.0 


25,000 or more 


408 


32.5** 


120 


9.5** 


728 


58.0** 


1,255 


100.0 


Program participation 


















NSLP and SBP 


1,680 


45.0 


373 


10.0 


1,682 


45.0 


3,734 


100.0 


NSLP only 


301 


64.8** 


33 


7.0** 


131 


28.2** 


465 


100.0 


District poverty leveF 


















High (>60% f&r) 


154 


18.2 


80 


9.4 


614 


72.4 


848 


100.0 


Medium (31 -60% f&r) 


853 


43.6** 


218 


11.1 


885 


45.2** 


1,956 


100.0 


Low (<30% f&r) 


976 


69.7** 


108 


7.7** 


316 


22.6** 


1,401 


100.0 



17 Total school district enrollment as of October 31, 1999. 

2/ Represented by percent of total enrollment approved for free and reduced-price meals as of October 1, 
1999. 

** Between group differences significant at the .01 level. Reference groups used: district size - <1,000; 

program participation - NSLP and SBP; poverty level - high. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: Third Year Report, June 2002. 
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Table HI-6: Comparison of the Distribution of Lunches Served by Type of Meal 
and by Selected District Characteristics, SYs 1996/97 and 1998/99 




r-~ 

Os 

VO 

Os 

Os 



r~- 

Os 

VO 

Ov 

Ov 



o 

o 

o 



V 

I 






T 3 

<D 



d* 

O 



Ph 

d 

o 



o 

c 



d" 

o 



Cl> 

Pi 



o <u 

c ~ 

Q • ^ 

*-• X! o 

OD • 

o> £ 2 

* i s 



in 

o 



<D £ 4 -» 

> S c c 

W " (3 03 






0) 
> 

o 

-*-* Ph 

pj 

c « 

c3 oo 

'd 

p 

c «* 
.£P f 1 * 

C/3 

CO 
£ 

I 

c 
o 



p 

OX) 



w 



d 

U 03 
T3 

P* o 
d -d 
o u 

u, o 3 

oo e, 

5 I 

(U 03 

B §». 

ffl o,C 



c 

OX) 



a> r- 

O Os 

S )g 

u- Os 

*3 I 
^ o 

i—i qj 



O £ O 

Ut so i_ 
"1 Os CO 

,2 S. 



<N 

O 

O 

<N 

<U 

C 

d 



o 

S' 

sK 



e 

o 

o 

o 

CN 



X> 
o 
■*— * 
o 

O 



o 

S' 

as 

V*. 

Q 

s 2 J 



Co 

s; 

o 



o 

00 




51 



reduced-price - 1996/97; free - 1996/97. 
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Breakfasts 

On the basis of this survey, it is estimated that about 1 billion breakfasts were served in SY 
1998/99 to students attending public NSLP school districts nationwide. Of the total number of 
breakfasts served, about three-quarters (76.1%) were served free and 8.1% reduced- price. 

As we found in the earlier surveys, the share of breakfasts served free is positively associated 
with district size and poverty level while the share of full-price breakfasts is inversely related 
to these measures. In the high poverty districts (which are defined on the basis of the share of 
enrollment qualifying for free and reduced- price meals), 86% of all breakfasts are served free. 
In low poverty districts, the share served free falls to 58%, which the number of full- price 
breakfasts climbs to 30% of the total. 

A comparison of the distribution of breakfasts served by type of meal across the 3-year period 
reveals a slight trend away from free meals in favor of full-price and reduced-price. This is 
consistent with USDA’s national estimates based on administrative records. Aside from this 
trend, no other changes of significance are noted. 

Students Approved for Free and Reduced Price Meals 

Of the 46 million children enrolled in public elementary and secondary schools in SY 
1999/00, 14.7 million or 31.9% of the total were approved to receive free meals. Another 3.4 
million (7.5% of the total) were approved to receive reduced-price meals. These compare to 
USDA estimates of 34.5% and 7.4%, respective^, based on administrative records for 
October 1999. 
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SMI IMPLEMENTATION STUDY: THIRD YEAR REPORT 

School District Characteristics 



Table III-8: Comparison of the Distribution of Breakfasts Served by Type of Meal and by 



Selected District Characteristics, SYs 1996/97 and 1998/99 



District characteristics 


Full- 


-price 


Reduced 


-price 


Free 


Total Number 


1996/97 


1998/99 


1996/97 


1998/99 


1996/97 


1998/99 


1996/97 


1998/99 




















""l 1111 1 11U11 J “ 


All districts 


14.6 


15.8 ++ 


7.0 


8.1 


78.4 


76.1 


1,059 


1,003 


District size 17 


















Less than 1,000 


23.7 


25.0 ++ 


10.6 


1 1.4 ++ 


65.7 


63. 5*+ 


SI 


159 


1,000- 4,999 


18.7** 


18.9** ++ 


8.1** 


8.2** ++ 


73.2** 


72.8** + 


248 


254 


5,000- 24,999 


15.8** 


17.4* ++ 


7.0** 


8 9** 4 " 1 ’ 


77.2** 


73.7** 


363 


322 


25,000 or more 


9.6** 


10.7* 


5.6** 


6.8** 


84.8** 


82.5** 


390 


368 


District poverty level 27 


















High (>60% f&r) 


6.7 


7.9 


5.0 


6.1 


88.4 


86.1 


407 


325 


Medium (3 1 -60% f&r) 


16.3 


16.2 


7.6* 


8 4**++ 


76.0** 


75.4** 


480 


517 


Low (<30% f&r) 


28.9 


30.2 


9.8** 


11.4** + 


62.3** 


58.4** 


171 


161 



17 Total school district enrollment in the respective years. 



27 Represented by percent of total enrollment approved for free and reduced-price meals in the respective 
school years. 

** Between group differences significant at the .01 level. Reference groups used: district size - <1,000; 
poverty level - high. 

++ Between group (year to year) differences significant at the .01 level. Reference groups used: full -price - 
1996/97; reduced-price - 1996/97; free - 1996/97. 

+ Between group (year to year) differences significant at the .05 level. Reference groups used: full -price - 
1996/97; reduced-price - 1996/97; free - 1996/97. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: First Year Report, October 2000; Third Year Report, June 2002. 
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Table III-9: Share of Total Enrollment in Public NSLP School Districts Approved to Receive Free and 



Reduced Price Meals by Selected District Characteristics and School Type , SYs 1997/98 and 1999/00 





1997/98 


1999/00 


District characteristics 


Free 


Reduced-price 


Total 


Free 


Reduced-price 


Total 




approvals 


approvals 


Enrollment 


approvals 


approvals 


Enrollment 




(percent of enrollment) 


(thousand) 


(percent of enrollment) 


(thousand) 


All districts 


32.6 


6.9 


48,227 


31.9 


7.5 


46,005 


District size 17 

Less than 1,000 


28.8 


9.0 


2,525 


27.8 


9.3 


2,518 


1,000- 4,999 


25.8** 


6.7** 


13,028 


25.8** 


7.2** 


12,439 


5,000 - 24,999 


29.7** 


6.6** 


17,491 


28.0** 


7.2** 


15,870 


25,000 or more 


42.4** 


7.1** 


15,183 


41.7** 


7.6** 


15,178 


Program participation 
NSLP and SBP 


34.9 


7.2 


43,031 


33.8 


7.8 


39,922 


NSLP only 


13.4** 


4.6** 


5,196 


19.8** 


5.1** 


6,000 


District poverty level 27 














High (>60% f&r) 


63.1 


8.2 


10,132 


62.5 


8.6 


9,204 


Medium (3 1-60% f&r) 


36.4** 


8.3* 


18,134 


35.4** 


9.1** 


18,717 


Low (<30% f&r) 


13.7** 


5.0** 


19,961 


12.8** 


5.2** 


18,082 


School type 














Elementary 


39.4 


8.0 


24,105 


38.5 


8.5 


23,481 


Middle/secondary 


25.1** 


5.7** 


21,728 


24.9** 


6.3** 


20,608 


Other 


32.2** 


7.2** 


2,394 


27.2** 


6.6** 


1,916 



iy Total school district enrollment in the respective school years. 

27 Represented by percent of total enrollment approved for free and reduced-price meals in the respective school years. 
** Between group differences significant at the .01 level. Reference groups used: district size - <1,000; program 



participation - NSLP and SBP; poverty level - high; school type - elementary. 

Source: School Meals Initiative Implementation Study: First Year Report , October 2000; Third Year Report , June 
2002. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

OVERALL STATUS OF THE SCHOOL MEALS INITIATIVE 
IMPLEMENT A TION 

The School Meals Initiative (SMI), for the first 3 or 4 years following its start-up in SY 
1996/97, remained a “work in progress.” Key provisions were amended through changes in 
the legislative authority on several occasions. During the early years and with the approval of 
their State-administering agency, school districts could be granted waivers to postpone 
implementation as late as SY 1998/99. As a result, the survey data that serves as the basis of 
this report represents the first foil year of SMI implementation for all schools. Our focus in 
this chapter, therefore, is on assessing the continuing progress made by school districts in 
implementing the changes required by the SMI and in comparing findings across the 3 years 
of study. 

The SMI represents a major change in the school meals program, probably the most far- 
reaching change since the program’s enactment in 1946. The changes that have accompanied 
the SMI have affected nearly every part of the system from the kids who eat the meals to the 
school food service staff who prepare them, from the school food service professionals who 
plan the menus and buy the food to the State and Federal agencies that administer the 
programs. 

Origin of the SMI 

When the NSLP began shortly after World War II, it was designed to ensure that children got 
enough to eat, including a balanced diet of nutritious foods. Schools participating in the 
NSLP were required to meet specified “meal patterns” that included minimum amounts of 
four principal meal components: meat or meat alternate, bread/grains, vegetables/fruits, and 
milk. Different size servings of each component were specified for each of five age/grade 
categories. 

The prescribed foods and serving sizes for a school lunch for grades 4 to 12 using the 
traditional food based menu planning system are shown in Table IV-1. 1 Comparable tables 
are available for other grades and for school breakfasts. 2 

1 The pattern shown in Table IV-1 is also optional for all grades, including pre-kindergarten through 3 rd 

grade. 

2 USDA, FNS, A Menu Planner for Health School Meals , FNS-303, 1998; also available from the FNS 

website at: www.fhs.usda.gov . 




IV-1 



56 



SMI IMPLEMENT A TION STUD Y: THIRD YEAR REPORT 
Overall Status of the School Meals Initiative Implementation 



In the early 1990’s, it was found that Americans, including children, were generally eating too 
much of certain foods and that this was unhealthy. An assessment of the nutritional content of 
school meals conducted in early 1992 concluded that, on balance, they were not meeting the 
Federally-established Dietary Guidelines. So over the next few years, the USDA and 
Congress cooperatively worked to develop what is now the SMI. 



Table IV-I: Traditional Meal Pattern Requirements for the National 
School Lunch Program, Grades 4-12 



Meal Components 


Minimum Required Serving 


Meat or meat alternate 


1 serving per meal 


Lean meat, poultry, or fish 


2 oz. 


Cheese 


2 oz. 


Large egg(s) 


1 medium egg 


Cooked dry beans or peas 


Vi cup 


Peanut butter 


4 tbsp. 


Peanuts, soy nuts, tree nuts, or seeds 


1 oz. = Zi the requirement 


Yogurt, plain or flavored, unsweetened or 




sweetened. 


8 oz. or 1 cup 


Vegetables, fruits and/or full-strength juices 1 7 


2 or more servings per meal, 3 A cup total portion 


Bread/Grains 


1 or more servings per meal/8 servings per week 


Enriched or whole-grain bread 


1 slice 


Enriched or whole-grain biscuit, muffin, roll, 


1 serving 


cooked enriched or whole grain rice, 
macaroni, noodles, or other cereal grains 
such as bulgur or com grits or equivalent 




Milk 


1 serving per meal 


Fluid milk 


Vi pint (8 fluid oz.) 



v No more than one-half of the total requirements may be met with full-strength fruit or vegetable juice. 
Source: USDA 



Elements of the School Meals Initiative 

At its core, the SMI does two things: 

1) It establishes a set of dietary standards against which the performance of school meals can 
be objectively measured, and 
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2) It identifies alternative menu planning systems that schools can use in meeting these 
standards. 

In establishing its dietary standards, the Department adopted a subset of both the 
Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDAs) and the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. The 
RDAs served as a basis for design of the meal requirements for the traditional school meals 
programs. As such, they have helped shape the composition of school meals for many years. 
And school meals have been largely successful in meeting the nutrient targets of the RDAs. 

Adoption of the Dietary Guidelines as an objective of school meals brought a significant new 
dimension to bear on the program, one that spoke directly to the programs’ past nutritional 
shortcomings. The Dietary Guidelines were developed jointly by the Departments of 
Agriculture and Health and Human Services as a means of providing general guidance to 
Americans on the essential components of a healthy diet. They are based on the best available 
scientific and medical knowledge. By law, they must be reviewed by a panel of experts every 
five years and amended as necessary. As a result, the guidelines have been updated every five 
years beginning in 1985 and extending through 2000. 1 

The Dietary Guidelines issued in 2000 recommend that Americans: 



• Aim for a healthy weight 

• Be physically active each day 

• Let the Food Pyramid guide their food choices 

• Choose a variety of grains daily, especially whole grains 

• Choose a variety of fruits and vegetables daily 

• Keep food safe to eat 

• Choose a diet that is low in saturated fat (less than 10% of calories) and 
cholesterol and moderate in total fat (no more than 30% of calories) 

• Choose beverages and foods to moderate their intake of sugars 

• Choose and prepare foods with less salt 

• If they drink alcoholic beverages, do so in moderation 

1 The SMI standards are based on the Dietary Guidelines adopted in 1990. They are slightly different, 
primarily in wording, from those adopted in 2000. 
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New Approaches to Menu Planning 

Through a combination of USDA proposals and Congressional mandates, four alternative 
approaches to menu planning were available to schools participating in the NSLP in SY 
1998/99. Three are new while the fourth, as required by law, is the system that has been in 
use since the beginning of the program. A final rule on a fifth alternative described in the 
Healthy Meals for Children Act as “any reasonable approach” became effective June 8, 2000. 
The development of these options was driven by several principles, including the following: 

• to apply a uniform set of upgraded nutritional objectives to all the menu planning 
options; 

• to provide for increased flexibility in the choice and combination of foods; 

• to focus on the nutritional composition of meals rather than on meal components 
and food items; 

• to provide meals that adhere more closely to the nutritional differences of different 
student age groups; 

• to take advantage of computer technology while recognizing the diversity of 
technical capability that exists among school districts; 

• recognition that nutritional objectives need not be met by individual foods or even 
in a given meal, but by the combination of several foods over a period time; 

• recognition that changes in menu planning of this complexity were not to be 
accomplished “over night,” but were to be phased-in over time. 



The two approaches that represent the most significant departure from the old system are 
Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (NSMP) and Assisted Nutrient Standard Menu Planning 
(ANSMP). These systems are dependent on the use of computerized nutrient analysis and the 
use of USDA-approved software and nutrient database in conducting this analysis. The only 
difference between these approaches is that under NSMP, the school district itself is 
responsible for conducting its own nutrient analysis while under ANSMP, this analysis is 
conducted by another entity (e.g. the State Child Nutrition Agency or another school district) 
on behalf of the school district. 

The other two specified menu planning options - Traditional Food-Based and Enhanced 
Food-Based - are food-based in the sense that meals are defined in terms of specific types and 
quantities of food, as in the old system. The fifth option can go in any one of several 
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